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The Wild Herd of Chillingham 
CLA’s 2008 Annual General Meeting takes place in Chillingham Castle, Northumberland. Stephen Hall describes the famous herd of Wild White Cattle which inhabit Chillingham Park.
Since time immemorial white, red-eared, horned cattle have lived wild in their park in Northumberland. Today the Chillingham herd have 134 hectares of grassland and wood pasture to call home; the core area of the 625 hectare park laid out for the 4th Earl of Tankerville in the first decade of the 19th century. This Georgian parkland was imposed on a medieval park that may well date back to when Chillingham Castle was licensed to be crenellated in 1344 – or even earlier. As in many parks, the landscape is a series of layers and at different places within it traces of Romano-British, medieval, Victorian and twentieth-century influences can be seen.
The Chillingham cattle are unique in many respects; primarily, their unbroken association with their native environment, and their being left alone (apart from winter hay feeding) with no castration or culling.
For all their history the herd has been associated with the family of the Earls of Tankerville. The earldom was created in 1418 but lapsed until it was conferred on Ford, Lord Grey of Wark who had commanded the rebel cavalry during the fatal Monmouth Rebellion.  Miraculously he escaped the fate of his leader and built a successful political career, to become First Lord of the Treasury to William and Mary. The earldom was re-created when Grey’s daughter married Lord Ossulston, whose family name was Bennet.
The Earls contributed to many aspects of public life, sometimes in rather surprising ways – to the 4th Earl is due the innovation of the middle stump in cricket. He had a gardener who was such a demon bowler that the ball frequently passed between the original two stumps leading to umpiring disputes, until Lord Tankerville had the rules of cricket duly amended.
By 1880 the Tankerville estates extended over 50,000 acres in Northumberland and Shropshire.
A hundred years later the estate had dwindled to a few properties mainly in Chillingham itself. Family fortunes had certainly changed but one thing had remained constant; their commitment to the conservation of this remarkable herd.
In 1939, the 8th Earl established the Chillingham Wild Cattle Association (CWCA). A fighter pilot at the end of the first world war, and later a beekeeper, he moved out of Chillingham Castle in 1933. After his death in 1971 the cattle were gifted to CWCA, his widow Violet, Dowager Countess of Tankerville, being elected President. With the unflinching support of her son the Hon. Ian Bennet, who succeeded as President in 1990, Lady Tankerville devoted enormous energy to the management of the herd – through several decades when conservation was not a prime concern in the countryside.
Tragically Ian Bennet predeceased his mother in 1998, and with her passing five years later a phase in the history of Chillingham had come to an end. Change was already in the air. As economic pressures mounted in the 1980s and 1990s, help had come from College Valley Estates (CVE) who purchased the Park from the estate of the 8th Earl who had died in 1980. CVE is the landowning arm of the Sir James Knott Trust, which was established in 1920 for social and environmental philanthropy in the northeast of England. CVE were ideal landlords for CWCA; the rent was low, trees were planted, infrastructure was improved and they gave CWCA a great moral fillip with the granting of a 999 year lease of the right to depasture cattle in the Park.
A process began of involving a wide constituency of people in the running of Chillingham Park and of the wild cattle. CWCA had always had a Council which in practice was a body reviewing what had already been done; in 2004 new Memorandum and Articles were adopted which modernised the governance of the Association. A professional approach was adopted towards fund raising, the target being to purchase the freehold of the Park and surrounding woodlands from CVE, which was keen to sell so its capital could be released for other philanthropic purposes. This was achieved in 2005.
In 2007, agreement was reached with Defra that the Park should be supported under the Higher Level Stewardship scheme (HLS) and this has guaranteed an income stream for the next 10 years. However, management of the park and herd involve many forms of expenditure that HLS does not cover and fund raising is continuing, energetically, for specific, targeted projects.
Prominent among these is the search for funding for a programme of embryo collection and storage. There is a reserve herd of Chillingham cattle, on Crown Estates land in northeast Scotland, but a “frozen zoo” is a vital component in CWCA’s conservation strategy. Another urgent project is improvement of visitor access to the herd. The traditional walk across the park to find and then to view the cattle, in the company of the Warden, is a memorable and exciting experience that ought to be accessible to far more people.
Shortly before entry into HLS, CWCA had bought out the sheep grazing tenancy which also operated in the Park. Though flock management had been sympathetic, this purchase did remove a potential conflict of interest over biosecurity and also greatly increased the supply of herbage for the cattle. So much so that at Christmas 2008 the herd numbered 83 head total, the highest it has been for 100 years.
What of the cattle? Genetically uniform because of centuries of inbreeding and occasional population bottlenecks, they live as a wild herd and social life is intense. At present, and this is unusual at Chillingham, there are as many males as females Cows can conceive all year round so bulls must be ready to mate – or to fight for the chance to mate – at any time of year.
The Board of CWCA, in contrast, is very far from uniform and it is a model of effective cooperation. The President is Philip Deakin MBE, formerly a mathematical modeller with Northumbrian Water and keen amateur archaeologist. Charles Bain-Smith is an architect and grandson of the Dowager Countess of Tankerville. John Baker-Cresswell, Michael Hutchinson and Lord Vinson are local farmers and landowners while Angus Collingwood-Cameron is CLA’s Director North East. CWCA is, itself, a member of CLA as are several Board members. Dr. John Fletcher and Professor Stephen Hall are, respectively, a vet and an animal scientist. Andrew Shepherd is the Custodian of the reserve herd of Chillingham cattle. Jim Railton is an auctioneer and local parish councillor, while Sir Humphry Wakefield Bt. has owned Chillingham Castle since the early 1980s, and has brought the building back to full family life. The ancient link of Chillingham to the Grey family is also reaffirmed as The Hon. Lady Wakefield is of that direct lineage.
Visitors to Chillingham are, however, much more likely to encounter CWCA’s Park Warden Richard Marsh, who took over from Austen Widdows who retired in November 2007 after 16 years of service – and whose wife Ann continues as Secretary. Visitors might also meet CWCA’s Park Manager, Chris Leyland MBE who tackles every job going from form-filling to bracken bashing. For details of how to find the herd and what to expect, together with access to the technical and academic literature, visit CWCA’s website at http://www.chillinghamwildcattle.com
This is a snapshot of the people currently involved with this remarkable herd. Over the years the herd and CWCA have received support and encouragement from very many wellwishers. Most prominent among these are CWCA’s members themselves, of whom there are about 450, about 19% of whom live in Northumberland, 72% in the rest of the UK and 9% overseas. From being a family concern, CWCA is now accepted as a national and county responsibility – and a jewel in Northumberland’s crown.

Caption: Cows and calves. Calves are born all year round; typically, age at first calving is between 3 and 5 years. Photo by Daisy Leyland.


Caption: Chillingham cattle finishing their early morning grazing. These ash and alder trees were last coppiced in the 1750s and were probably ancient even then. Photo by Stephen Hall.


Caption: late autumn. Two adult Chillingham bulls confront each other. Social life in the herd is intense – as cows can come into season at any time of year, there isn’t a rutting period and the bulls may have to compete for mating opportunities at any time. Photo by Katie Hall.
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